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We sincerely thank all of our CIC Rotterdam clients and partners who 
helped us compile and present our second annual impact report. All data 
was received through surveying and interviewing, and does not include any 
information from other CIC locations. Design of the report has been created 
by The Phoney Club; the stories have been written by Mina Nacheva; our 
interviewees have been depicted by Elzeline Kooy. Also - a special ‘thank you’ to 
Venture Cafe for sharing some of your data with us!

About the Illustrator
Elzeline Kooy (28) is a Rotterdam-based illustrator. She creates whimsical and 
colourful illustrations with eccentric characters. She is inspired by street style, 
colour schemes in cartoons and movies, design furniture, as well as plants and 
nature. 

About creating CIC Rotterdam’s 2018 Impact Report, Elzeline said: “It has 
been a real blast being able to illustrate rooms and spaces that are, on their 
own, already designed and sometimes even illustrated. It felt a bit like being 
welcomed into Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory, which was of course very 
inspiring. For the 2018 Impact Report, I made a combination of all of the 
elements that I saw at CIC, blended together.”

website: www.elzelinekooy.nl
instagram: @Elzelinekooy

TABLE OF CONTENTS
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Dear Reader,

We are incredibly proud to share our second edition of CIC 
Rotterdam’s impact report, and celebrate the community, 
entrepreneurship, and innovation we see continuing to grow 
within Rotterdam.

In the second full year of the Cambridge Innovation Center’s 
first international location, we expanded from 4.000m2 
to over 8.000m2 on the fourth floor of the iconic Groot 
Handelsgebouw in Rotterdam Central District. We grew 
from 150 startups, innovative companies, and investors at 
the beginning of 2018 to now over 220. To date, CIC has been 
home to more than 380 businesses.

But what we are most excited to see in the pages of this 
report, in the data from our clients and the perspectives of 
the partners and community members we interviewed, is 
Rotterdam’s progress towards a stronger and more vibrant 
startup community. We are seeing a drastic increase in 
funding reported CIC companies, and also in   venture-backed 
companies choosing Rotterdam as a location. 

We are absolutely thrilled to hear from CIC startups that they 
created 535 new jobs in 2018 - a major increase from 104 in 
2017. 

We are excited to hear, and be a part of, the dialogues here 
that are most important for Rotterdam and the region of 
South Holland to keep reaching towards a mature innovation 
ecosystem. For example, topics like workforce training 
and education, increasing access and quality of capital for 
growing companies, attracting international companies 
and talent, and increasing corporate innovation are vital to 
Rotterdam’s next stage of growth. You can read more on 
these topics within the pages of our interviews.

The biggest takeaway is that the collective question we’re 
asking is shifting from “How do we build an innovation 
ecosystem in Rotterdam?” to “How do we continue to grow 
what we’ve built?” We get to see this growth physically - 
CIC Rotterdam will open its next 2.000m2 in March 2019 on 
the third floor of the Groot Handelsgebouw. We can’t wait 
to welcome more entrepreneurs and businesses in to the 
community.

As always, we’d like to thank all of our clients and partners 
who have helped, as we like to say in Rotterdam, make it 
happen.

Melissa Ablett 
General Manager 
CIC Rotterdam
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GENERAL 
DEMOGRAPHICS
of CIC Rotterdam Clients

We polled our clients to have a general picture of the 
demographics and industries represented within CIC.
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FUNDRAISING
by CIC Startups

Access to capital, and connecting entrepreneurs and investors is 
a growing focus of CIC Rotterdam. Clients shared their funding 
sources and amounts.
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Funding raised by CIC 
Startups in 2018:  

Over €260M Total amount of funding 
raised by CIC Startups: 

Over €485M 
increase from 3.3M last year

increase from 20,5M last year

VENTURE CAPITAL

ANGEL / FRIEND / FAMILY

SUBSIDY

GRANT

AWARD

CROWDFUNDING

Total amount of capital 
managed by investors 

located at CIC Rotterdam: 
Over €500M

TYPE OF FUNDING 2018
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JOB CREATION
& Expansion

Clients were asked to share how many new employees in full time 
roles they added to their teams. We also asked our clients about 
the location of their headquarters.
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15% of CIC companies are 
headquartered outside of 

the Netherlands 

increase from 10% last year

535 new full time jobs 
directly created by CIC 

startups

increase from 104 last year

CIC corporates, academic 
institutions, and non-profits 

hired more than 1.300 
people in their organizations 

in 2018.

Startup Visa at CIC
In 2018, CIC Rotterdam supported four startups in the successful 
transition to the Small Business Visa after their first year of their 
Startup Visa. CIC welcomed two new Startup Visa startups. Countries 
represented by these entrepreneurs include South Africa, Australia, Iran, 
Qatar, India and Indonesia. The Startup Visa program is in partnership 
with Firmhouse Ventures, and mentors Robbert van Geldrop and 
Jochebed Kastaneer.
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VENTURE CAFÉ
ROTTERDAM
CIC Rotterdam’s sister non-profit organization, 
Venture Café Rotterdam, had an impressive 2018.

In 2018, Venture Café Rotterdam 
hosted 601 content sessions during 
their weekly Thursday Gatherings, 
with 286 program partners.

On the new Talent Portal - launched in September 2018 - 
Venture Café had 55 job postings and 272 applications.
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An average of 7 events were hosted every 

week.  In total, 362 innovation events 
were hosted at CIC Rotterdam in 2018.

  increase from 170 in 2017

55% of these events were 
organized by external 

companies and organizations 
increase from 52% in 2017

16.977 PEOPLE ATTENDED 
EVENTS HELD AT CIC 

ROTTERDAM 
increase from 7.600 in 2017

CIC donated more than €71K of event 
space and services to startups, innovation 

organizations, and non-profits in 2018 

EVENTS
At CIC Rotterdam

In addition to all of the great activity and attendance via 
Venture Cafe Rotterdam, CIC Rotterdam is becoming a hot 
spot for events.
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The data from our clients gives insight 
into the activity at CIC Rotterdam.
For greater context we interviewed 
a handful of companies and 
organizations to talk about their 
industries, challenges, decisions and 
goals and reflect on the innovation 
opportunities and challenges in 
Rotterdam.
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Training and technology create 
impact at home and abroad
It all started when Christina met a 
couple of migrant women for a cup 
of coffee and asked them about 
their dream. “I want to get a job,” 
they all said. 

She was taken aback but soon re-
alized how deep the problem ran. 
For refugees and migrants in the 
Netherlands, finding employment 
is nothing short of challenging, as 
there is often a mismatch between 
the skills they have and the skills 
that the market demands. SheMat-
ters was founded to help women 
develop those sought-after skills 
through workshops, traineeships 
and by connecting them to compa-
nies looking for talent.

For Tom, impact revolves around 
refugees as well, but abroad rather 
than at home in the Netherlands. As 
the founder of Notilyze, a data ana-
lytics company that helps small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
to better understand and leverage 
their data, he did not expect to be 
creating social impact in Africa. Yet, 
there he is. 

After winning the Humanitarian Ac-
tion Challenge of the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) in 
mid-2018, Tom and his team were 
offered the opportunity to help a 
refugee camp in Ethiopia with opti-
mizing their data and keeping track 
of their resources. 

“The challenge is that not much is 
digitized at the moment, so our job 
is to do that and organize the data. 
The refugee camp can then use it 
to track how much food they buy, 

“Humanitarian aid is 
new for us, but resource 
planning is old.” 

Changing the world as an 
entrepreneur in Rotterdam

IMPACT

Being the melting pot it is, Rotter-
dam is likely one of the best plac-
es to create both local and glob-
al impact. Christina Moreno, Tom 
Dogger and Peter Paul van Voorst 
are three entrepreneurs, who - al-
though working in completely dif-
ferent fields - have proven that im-
pact knows no borders. 

Christina is the founder of SheMat-
ters, a social enterprise that aims 
to empower refugee and migrant 
women to build their social and 
economic capital and become lead-
ers in their homes, businesses and 
communities. 

Having overcome poverty as a teen-
age mother herself, Christina has 
worked long and hard for the mile-
stones in her life, including becom-
ing a successful International Law 
practitioner. It was this “fascinating 
work”, as she puts it, that brought 
her to the Netherlands several years 
ago. 

Yet, as accomplished as she was, 
there was a time when even the job 
she loved so much was not fulfilling 
enough. “I was at a point in my life 
where I wanted to give back,” she 
says.

Starting SheMatters was her way of 
doing just that.

Christina Moreno

Tom Dogger
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how many blankets, and more,” 
Tom says. “Humanitarian aid is new 
for us, but resource planning is old.” 
While Tom and his team may have 
entered the field of humanitarian 
aid somewhat coincidentally, they 
are determined to continue adding 
unique value to it.

“Our vision is to make big data 
available to everyone and working 
with the refugee camp in Ethiopia 
is completely in line with that.” It is 
the first of many steps to come for 
the young entrepreneurs. 

Creating impact in a new market
Just like Tom and his team, Peter 
Paul was working on something 
else before he found inspiration 
for his current business idea. The 

founder of SKOON, he has come up 
with a solution to remotely charge 
vessels with the help of battery con-
tainers. 
“For a class at the TU Delft, I was 
working on how to minimize the vi-
brations of diesel engines on ships,” 
he says. “So I thought, if I took out 
the diesel engines, I would take out 
the vibrations. It would also make 
ships a lot greener.”

It might sound like a rather am-
bitious idea, but Peter Paul went 
straight for it.

He developed the concept of the 
SKOON box, which is essentially a 
portable, container-sized battery. 
So-called swapping stations make 
it possible to swap batteries and 

have them recharged so no time is 
wasted in the port. 
Peter Paul considers the software 
to be the real unique selling point 
(USP) of SKOON. “The batteries 
generate a lot of data and with our 
software, we can make sense of it 
for our customers. We can tell them 
how efficient they’ve been or how 
much CO2 they’ve saved.”

“What we do need is more compe-
tition on the hardware side, so we 
can grow the solution together,” he 
says. 

In the long run, the goal is to be-
come the Airbnb for portable bat-
teries, Peter Paul adds. He and his 
team want to encourage large com-
panies to rent out their batteries 
when they don’t need them, as they 
can also be used at building sites or 
festivals. “Our goal is to make the 
batteries - and by extension clean 
energy - more accessible through 
our platform.”
 
At the end of the day, providing 

access and new opportunities is 
what Peter Paul, Tom and Christina 
are all working towards. Whether 
it is clean energy, gender-specific 
training and education, or finding 
an out-of-the-box application for a 
new technology, it is all about mak-
ing the lives of others around us 
better. 

“It is about the little moments,” 
Christina concludes. “It is about 
seeing the joy in the eyes of those 
you’ve been able to help. Every now 
and again I stop and I take it all in.”

At the end of the day, providing access and 
new opportunities is what Peter Paul, Tom and 
Christina are all working towards.

The Team of SKOON

Colin Nugteren
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For Gerard Zwartkruis, Director of 
Rabobank Rotterdam, the draw to 
be in a shared environment is en-
gagement, exposure, and educa-
tion. He explains, “For us, engaging 
in this community means learning 
about what entrepreneurs are look-
ing for.”

Becoming one with Rotterdam’s 
innovation scene
The truth is that, as large as they 
may be, corporates often need to 
go outside of their organization to 
gain the knowledge necessary for 
them to innovate.

“We are aware that we don’t know 
everything there is to know about 
healthcare and technology, and CIC 
is a great place for us to learn about 
innovation,” says Jawad Handi-
zi, Imaging Sales Manager for the 
Netherlands at GE Healthcare. 

Entrepreneurs and startups are 
usually faster and more flexible in 
bringing out new ideas, and that is 
something corporates can greatly 
benefit from. “We want to establish 
an out-of-the-box thinking for our 
employees and encourage them to 
embed innovation in their own ide-
as,” he adds. 

While GE Healthcare is already 
working on multiple innovative 
solutions, there is always room for 
more, especially in the field of artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) and deep learn-
ing. “We want to grasp those ideas 
from startups and find synergies on 
innovation.”

Salma has a similar take on bring-
ing corporates and startups togeth-
er. “We like to leave room for seren-
dipity,” she says. “We acknowledge 
that we don’t have all the knowl-
edge and want to make sure we are 
out there making the right connec-
tions.”

At Pfizer, bringing in innovation 
from outside the company is so im-
portant that it is being done strate-
gically. Each business unit makes 
sure to assess its challenges and 
future goals, and reach out to the 
innovation community for knowl-
edge, inspiration and partnerships. 
So far, the corporate has scanned 

Salma Houari is Communications 
Manager at Pfizer and together 
with her team believes that forging 
meaningful relationships is at the 
heart of boosting innovation at the 
pharmaceutical corporate. 

“The world is changing rapidly, in-
fluenced by technology, and we 
want to make sure that we go out 
there and learn about the latest 
trends. We want to know what 
moves healthcare and bring it back 
into our organization,” she says.

The team at Pfizer is not the only 
one looking to plug into the inno-
vation scene of the city and stay at 
the forefront of exciting new de-

velopments. Dutch Rabobank and 
the local team of multinational GE 
Healthcare are also reaching out of 
their own business and into new 
and innovative work environments. 

While moving into a shared office 
space could be a cost-efficient al-
ternative to running and maintain-
ing a large office, corporates seem 
to have other priorities in mind. For 
Pfizer, Rabobank and GE Health-
care alike, the goal is to get part of 
their teams integrated into a com-
munity where they can share their 
industry knowledge as well as learn 
something new. Being part of CIC is 
a unique value-add to their regular 
corporate activities.

Corporates and innovation 
communities: A partnership 
for bigger impact

CORPORATE

“For us, engaging in 
this community means 
learning about what 
entrepreneurs are 
looking for.”

“With the right partnerships, we can make 
an impact from a holistic point of view.” 
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more than 120 medtech startups 
with relevant business proposi-
tions. 

The idea of this approach is to cre-
ate synergies, or win-win situations, 
in which both startup and corpo-
rate derive the value they need the 
most. 

“Our goal is to connect our col-
leagues with those startups to see 
if we can help them with coaching, 
knowledge, or if we can get them 
access to distribution channels 
and buying networks,” says Salma. 
“In turn, that will allow us to learn 
from them and deliver holistic and 
co-creative solutions to patients.”

Creating meaningful connections 
is something the team at Ra-
bobank finds great value in. For 
founders and early-stage startups, 
it is often quite difficult to gain ac-
cess to banks and financial institu-
tions, which is why Gerard wants to 
make sure that Rabobank is top of 
mind for as many of them as pos-
sible. 

“For many of them, it is difficult 
to gain access to banks so we ap-
proach them at a very early stage 
and make it easier for them to 

Rotterdam is developing 
the right talent, one 
initiative at a time

Finding and retaining talent is like-
ly every manager’s biggest chal-
lenge. And not because the process 
itself is so difficult, but because the 
talent is not always there. Or shall 
we say the right talent?

In the Netherlands, employers are 
feeling the pressure of having - but 
being unable - to always find the 
right talent. One in five managers 
is struggling to find the right can-
didates and four out of 10 positions 
often remain unfilled, according to 
the Employee Insurance Agency 
Netherlands (UWV). 

The real struggle is in IT. Last year, 
employers regarded half of all va-
cancies as difficult to fill. That was 
compared to 30% in 2015. 

For Matthijs Jaspers, founder of 
IT Campus Rotterdam, an organ-
ization that helps strengthen the 
collaboration between businesses 
and educational institutions, these 
numbers are nothing new. 

EDUCATION

Matthijs Jaspers

open a bank account,” he says. “In 
the last few months alone, we have 
signed 20-25 new business own-
ers.” Gerard and his team also have 
a wide network of contacts in the 
investment scene, so they act as an 
intermediary where possible, too. 

At the end of the day, all three cor-
porates agree that engaging in an 
innovation community is a two-
way street with wins for both sides. 
Innovation is at the heart of each 
of those relationships and both 
startups and corporates are there 
to make it happen. All they need 
to do is meet at the right place and 
right time. 

The place is Rotterdam and the 
time is now. 
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“There is a mismatch between the 
skills needed on the market and 
the skills currently being taught,” 
he says, specifically pointing to the 
rather pressing need for IT talent. 

If some 10 years ago, there may 
have been too many candidates for 
not enough jobs, today, there is of-
ten one candidate for tens of avail-
able positions. Clearly, something 
doesn’t add up.

Tackling the IT talent shortage
For Matthijs, collaboration is the key 
to help change these statistics for 
the better. “With IT Campus, we aim 
to find the right match between 
the talent needs of companies and 
the curricula of educational insti-
tutions,” he says. “Changing an ed-
ucational program is often a slow 
process, so we spice things up and 
create a more level playing field for 
businesses and schools to collabo-
rate.” 

Instead of waiting for things to 
change, Matthijs and his colleagues 
proactively approach companies 
and pinpoint their most pressing 
talent needs. Then, together with 
those companies and the educa-
tional institutions, they create initi-

atives and programs that can help 
develop the skills of today and to-
morrow. 

It’s a collaborative approach that 
brings the challenge so much clos-
er to its solution.

Collaboration is also at the heart 
of Frits Berkhout’s work. Running 
his own company TouchDown as a 
strategic consultant and teaching 
entrepreneurship at the Rotterdam 

University of Applied Sciences (Ho-
geschool Rotterdam), Frits knows 
all about finding the right talent 
and building the right teams. 

Just like Matthijs, he, too, is well 
aware of the IT talent shortage in 
the labor market. “I’ve noticed that 
founders often struggle to find the 
right techie,” he says. 

As part of the faculty at the Hoge-
school Rotterdam, Frits has devel-
oped a program that helps stu-
dents, already running their own 

company, graduate within their 
business and grow it further. And 
more often than not, the key to 
their success is building a strong, 
multidisciplinary team.

“There are different blood types,” he 
says, referring to the fact that you 
often can group people according 
to their interests. “If you look around 
at your friends, nine out of ten are 
quite similar to you. You know how 
they think. But if you look at some-
one who is different, you realize that 
you don’t know what to expect.” 

“With our program, we try to merge 
those different blood types and 
create teams that are diverse and 
multidisciplinary.” 

Rotterdam is diverse and so is its 
talent
Diversity is something both Frits 
and Matthijs identify as one of Rot-
terdam’s strongest feats: Diversity 
in terms of education as well as cul-
tural backgrounds. The latter may 
even take precedence. 

“Rotterdam is very multicultural 
and it is important to leverage and 
nurture that,” says Matthijs. “Too of-
ten, we see students leave Rotter-
dam to go work in the surrounding 

towns or cities. Rotterdam needs 
to retain its talent to stay on top of 
things; we want to avoid that talent 
is leaving the city.” 

While the team’s focus is on devel-
oping IT professionals - they want 
to see the number of IT students in 
Rotterdam double in the near fu-
ture - the objective is not to develop 
only hardcore coders. It is to edu-
cate people to apply even simple IT 
skills to the fields they are active in. 

Anoesjka Imambaks, Executive Di-
rector at Venture Café Rotterdam, 
a sister organization of CIC, agrees 
that Rotterdam needs to foster its 

Frits Berkhout

“I’ve noticed that 
founders often struggle 
to find the right techie”
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talent and keep it close, but she 
also believes that this is not always 
possible. “Talent comes and goes 
- and that’s alright,” she says. “As 
long as we grow our network, invest 
in matchmaking and continuous-
ly connect the right people to the 
right job opportunities, Rotterdam 
will remain a hotspot for great tal-
ent.”

That’s exactly what she and her 
team at Venture Café are doing with 
their weekly Thursday Gatherings, a 
format that brings together inter-
national students, expats, young 
professionals and industry experts 
to discuss the topics of today and 
tomorrow. 

“We noticed that the Thursday 
Gatherings are a place where talent 

comes together - from people who 
are in between jobs to people who 
are looking to expand their network 
or add team members to their com-
panies,” Anoesjka says. “We wanted 
to build on that.”

Especially after identifying a cer-
tain mismatch between the skills 
of international students and ex-
pats and the skills that the market 
demands, Anoesjka decided to ex-
pand the reach of the Venture Café 
community beyond the physical 
space. She and her team developed 
the Talent Portal, an online plat-
form that showcases current job 
opportunities and lets people con-
nect around them.

In addition, the team organizes 
events that revolve around the 

“The benefit of engaging in such an 
innovative community is that it helps 
students get into the entrepreneurship 
mindset and further grow their 
ventures.”

topic of talent and make sure to 
dig into its most pressing aspects. 
Those include diversity, attracting 
international talent, and managing 
an increasingly changing company 
culture. 

For Frits, diversity is about both 
different cultural and educational 
backgrounds. With the entrepre-
neurship program at the Hoges-
chool Rotterdam, he makes sure 
that young founders have the 
knowledge and the support system 
to grow their ventures. 

“Because most students have a 
small business and often work from 
their homes, we made it possible 
for them to work for six months 
from CIC,” says Frits. “This was also 
the beginning of CIC.” The benefit 

of engaging in such an innovative 
community is that it helps stu-
dents get into the entrepreneur-
ship mindset and further grow their 
ventures. 

While there may be a certain talent 
shortage in the current labor mar-
ket in Rotterdam, companies, edu-
cational institutions and innovators 
are sure working together to tackle 
it. Collaboration is at the heart of it 
all and entrepreneurs like Matthijs, 
Anoesjka and Frits are leading the 
way in making it happen. 
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Starting a new life in a new coun-
try is never easy. Add starting a 
company in that new country and 
you’ve created another layer of 
complexity.  

And yet, many choose to move 
away from their homeland and 
settle down not just anywhere, but 
in the Netherlands. Rotterdam, in 
particular, has been a hotspot for 
entrepreneurs from around the 
world. 

Ahmed Mohamedali is one of those 
entrepreneurs. 

Originally from Doha, Qatar, 
Ahmed is determined to change 
the future of delivery and logis-
tics. Together with a colleague, 
he founded Airlift back in Qatar, 
a company that designs and pro-
vides automated delivery services. 

You could also say they are devel-
oping a droid.

“Based initially in Doha, we proto-
typed a tricycle-like vehicle that 
is autonomous and can operate 
24/7,” Ahmed says. “It is small, light 
and can maneuver easily on the 
sidewalk.” 

The current giants like DHL and 
FedEx have not changed their 
service costs and customer pref-
erences much over the past years, 
Ahmed says, so the idea for Airlift 
was born out of the drive to bring 
innovation to the industry. Making 
that happen as quickly as possible, 
he chose to move to a country with 
more advanced infrastructure and 
mature regulations. 

That country was the Netherlands. 
Also in the logistics sector,  Cogoport 

International entrepreneurs 
choose Rotterdam as the city 
to launch their business

FOREIGN

was founded abroad, in India, but 
soon expanded to the Netherlands, 
too. By building an international 
logistics marketplace, it enables 
customers to discover freight rates, 
quickly book containers and track 
their shipments online.

Rotterdam: a hotspot for logistics

With regard to their ambitions in 
the logistics market, be it different 
parts of it, both Airlift and Cogoport 
have found their match in the face 
of Rotterdam. 

“Cogoport is a global company 
with its European headquarters in 
Rotterdam,” says Carmit Glik, CEO 
of Cogoport Europe. “If you are in 
shipping and logistics, Rotterdam 
is a very attractive place in terms of 
suppliers, customers, infrastructure 
and network.”

Originally from Israel, Carmit has 
worked many years for the Maersk 
Group and knows the industry in-
side out. When she moved to the 
Netherlands a few years ago, she 
decided to pursue the entrepre-
neurial route and joined Cogoport, 
which had already been founded by 
a former colleague of hers in India. 

Carmit Glik

“If you are in shipping and logistics, 
Rotterdam is a very attractive place in terms 
of suppliers, customers, infrastructure and 
network.”
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“Throughout the years, I’ve seen a 
gap in the industry, which Cogoport 
fills quite well,” she says.

She is not the only one to think that. 
An increasing number of (potential) 
customers find Cogoport’s propo-
sition to be one of the future. “The 
reaction of key stakeholders in the 
Netherlands has been very posi-
tive.” 

Carmit’s goal is to put Cogopo-
rt on the map for customers in all 
of Benelux by the end of 2019, and 
across Europe by the end of 2020. 
“We want to introduce the product 
to as many importers/exporters and 
scale up from the Netherlands to all 
of Europe,” she adds. 
For Ahmed, too, Rotterdam has 
been the place in Europe to run Air-
lift from. With new legislation allow-
ing to test autonomous vehicles on 
public roads, the Netherlands heads 
the list of countries being ready to 
embrace the technology.

“Rotterdam is the place that can 
help us go international,” Ahmed 
says.

Rotterdam: a melting pot of 
cultures, technologies and 
innovation
Apart from being a city that is con-
tinuously ready to embrace new 
technologies, Rotterdam is also a 
place where it all comes together - 
the different people, cultures, busi-
ness ideas and innovations. And it all 
fits together, too.

“Rotterdam is great,” says Wesley 
Harris, founder of Comb, a data-driv-
en company that uses artificial in-
telligence (AI) technology to help 
teams reach their goals as efficiently 
as possible. “It is a vibrant and dy-
namic city with a great support net-
work around it.”

For entrepreneurs, Rotterdam has a 
lot to offer. Wesley is originally from 
South Africa and moving to the 

Dutch city has left him with a good 
impression. CIC has played a part in 
that as well. 

“In South Africa, a lot of the office 
spaces are just that - a space where 
you get a desk and run your business 
from. CIC is a community.” Wesley 
finds it particularly beneficial to be 
part of a work environment where 
there is active interaction between 
companies and where innovative 
ideas are being exchanged on a reg-
ular basis.

Similarly, Ahmed and Carmit believe 
that CIC plays a key role in the inno-
vation scene. For Ahmed, in particu-
lar, it has facilitated his process of 
getting a startup visa. Other organ-
izations, such as Rotterdam Partners 
and InnovationQuarter, have shown 
their support, too, by integrating 
Ahmed and other fellow entrepre-
neurs into their network and activi-
ties. 

It is the combination of all those key 
players that make the city the pre-
ferred choice for an increasing num-
ber of foreign entrepreneurs. Rotter-
dam: a city where innovators meet 
the right people, organizations and 
communities.

“Rotterdam is the place that can help 
us go international”

Wesley Harris
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“The investment scene in the Neth-
erlands is blooming,” says Herman 
Kienhuis. As Managing Director of 
KPN Ventures, the corporate ven-
turing arm of the Dutch telecom 
provider, he has his finger on the 
pulse of developments in the local 
innovation scene.
 
“The Rotterdam/Delft ecosystem is 
clearly becoming more visible and 
gaining traction in terms of net-
working, startup support, invest-
ments and success cases such as 
Mendix.”
 
Put that way, it seems Rotterdam 
and the surrounding cities have it 
all going for them. And they do.
 
Supporting innovators with knowl-
edge, trainings and (public) funds 
Firmhouse Venture Lab is one of 
those key organizations in the eco-

system that supports entrepre-
neurs, both with knowledge and 
workshops as well as with potential 
seed investments.
 
Founded by Robbert van Geldrop, 
Firmhouse Venture Lab is an in-
cubator with a unique approach. 

Investing in Rotterdam’s 
tech innovators

INVESTMENT

“Most incubators take the startup 
as a given. What we do is focus on 
the individual entrepreneur,” he 
says.
 
With that in mind, Robbert and his 
team do not necessarily look for the 
best idea out there, but for the best 
people. This year, they selected 12 
high-potential entrepreneurs to go 
through the program. As part of it, 
each of them gets the training – in-
cluding coaching, mentorship and 
workshops – to be able to start, run 
and grow their own business. And 
their team, too.
 The idea is that you may have an 
amazing business concept, but if 
you don’t have the right team, it 
may never fly. “We want to create 
healthy and sustainable business-
es, and we’ve learned that it always 
comes down to the team,” Robbert 
says.
 

Giovanni Pazienza, founder of Get-
Funded, an initiative that helps 
Dutch innovators get access to 
funds from the European Commis-
sion (EC), can only agree. Having 
the right team is a prerequisite for 
success.
 
Yet, “matchmaking is very hard,” he 
says. On the investment front, too, 
it is often a challenge for startups 
to connect with the right investors, 
and vice versa. Giovanni saw that 
also when it came public funds, as 
not many companies from Rotter-
dam had access to subsidies from 
the EC.
 
“The thing with public funds is that 
applying for them is often a lengthy 
process. Also, it is not always the best 
companies that get the funding, but 
the ones with the best proposal. This 
is where we step in,” he says.
 

Robbert van Geldrop

“Also, it is not always the best companies that 
get the funding, but the ones with the best 
proposal. This is where we step in”
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Essentially, GetFunded looks for 
innovative companies on the mar-
ket and after a thorough screening 
process, selects the most promis-
ing ones to help them with their 
subsidy application. Based on their 
stage of development, the com-
panies can apply for a small grant 
of up to 50,000 euros or a much a 
larger sum of up to 2.5 million eu-
ros (SME Instrument Phase 1 and 2, 
respectively).
 
In 2018, eight companies were se-
lected, of which two got the small-
er grants and one received a large 
round of funding. This year, there 
are already seven companies in 

the pipeline. What is important is 
that each of these businesses have 
a unique offering, a solid business 
case and some sort of financial, so-
cietal or environmental impact.
 
The key trends to look out for In-
novative healthcare companies, in 
fact, are among the ones that at-
tract funding quite regularly. Gio-
vanni says based on his experience 
that “health and medtech startups 
are, by far, the most funded. They’re 
followed by companies that have to 
do with artificial intelligence, green 
energy, and with new materials.”
 
Herman agrees that innovative 
healthcare technology is indeed 
gaining momentum. “Digital 
healthcare is moving beyond pilots 
and experiments, becoming a clear 
priority for the government, health-
care insurers, healthcare providers 
and citizens,” he says.
 
Other more traditional industries 
are “going digital”, he adds, with 
the help of industrial Internet of 
Things (IoT) connectivity, sensors 
and software to optimize processes 
and services.
 
Perhaps most notably, artificial in-
telligence (AI) is becoming more 

Giovanni Pazienza

and more accessible. “AI is becom-
ing a mainstream technology, used 
across many industries to create in-
sights, improvements and new ser-
vices from all data now available,” 
Herman says.
 
Robbert, too, names AI as a tech-
nology that even small and me-
dium-sized companies can now 
afford to leverage. Another tech to 
keep an eye on is blockchain, he 
reckons, although it is still finding 
its way to the market.
 
As a whole, the innovation scene in 
Rotterdam is developing – and it’s 
developing fast. “The investment 
outlook for the coming year is very 
positive,” says Giovanni. “There is 
money and there is a lot of trust in 
people.”
 
There is also a lot of knowledge and 
willingness to collaborate.
 
“Continuing on this path,” Herman 
adds, “and building on its industrial 
strengths and hands-on mentality, 
with government, universities, cor-
porates and entrepreneurs working 
together, Rotterdam has the oppor-
tunity to grow into a strong interna-
tional tech hub.”

Herman agrees 
that innovative 
healthcare 
technology is 
indeed gaining 
momentum.
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